MARLBOROUGH AND WILLIAM
conflict which had now begun only gradually reached its full
intensity. The French, who had a magnificent army, found
eventually in Luxembourg a commander not unworthy to be
named with Conde and Turenne. The allies ranged them-
selves along a 300-mile crescent from the Upper Rhine to the
Belgian coast. They were more numerous than the French,
and able everywhere to assume the offensive. Four separate
armies advanced simultaneously, but in the leisurely fashion
of those days, against the French frontiers. In the north
the Spaniards and Dutch moved through Belgium towards
Courtrai under the Prince of Vaudemont. Next in the line
and farther south the Dutch and Swedes, together with the
English contingent, sought, under the command of the
Prince of Waldeck, to operate between the Sambre and the
Meuse. Beyond the Ardennes the Prussians and North
Germans under the Elector of Brandenburg aimed at the
capture of Bonn, upon the Rhine; and farther south still the
forces of the Empire, under the able leadership of the Count
of Lorraine, struck at Mainz. A modest but definite measure
of success rewarded all these operations. Lorraine took
Mainz and, moving down the Rhine, helped the Elector to
capture Bonn. The Prince of Vaudemont possessed himself
of Courtrai and forced the French to fall back upon strong
lines between the Lys and the Scheldt. But the only real
fight of the year belonged to the credit of the Prince of
Waldeck and the army in which the English served.
When Marlborough landed at the end of May he found the
British troops in very poor condition, and the three months
which elapsed before active operations began were indis-
pensable to their training and discipline. He made a great
improvement in both. We have a letter from him to Mr
Blathwayt, who had continued to be Secretary at War, from
Maestricht in which he says :
I desire you will constantly let me have what passes in Ire-
land. ... 1 desire you would send me over a copy of the oath
that Monsieur Schomberg gave to the officers about their never
taking nor giving money for their employment, because I am
resolved to give the same oath here.
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